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it seems unlikely that the total number of IDPs has increased sharply while the 
number of civil wars and refugees has fallen. It seems more likely that count- 
ing of IDPs was worse before a part of the NGO sector mobilized to focus on 
IDPs andlor that implicit classification rules have shifted. This is not to claim 
that NGOs are deliberately misrepresenting the situation to make work for 
themselves-to the contrary, there are certainly millions of IDPs around the 
world, and there is a strong moral case that they merit humanitarian relief. 
The point is that a sector of IDP advocates in the rich countries has developed 
in the last fifteen to twenty years and that it has mobilized to lobby for govern- 
ment money and private donations for this purpose. Some part of the sharp 
rise in emergency relief has been driven by the development of this sector and 
others like it. 

In concluding, I note one further implication of the broad trends in civil 
war and humanitarian aid discussed above. At this very "macro" level, the 
evidence is inconsistent with a strong form of a common criticism of humani- 
.tarian aid. This is the idea that humanitarian aid prolongs civil conflict by 
providing a revenue stream for combatants to If this effect were very 
strong, we would not expect to see such a large increase in humanitarian aid 
accompanied by the dramatic decline in the number of ongoing civil wars 
since the early 1390s. Of course, the effect could still occur in particular cases; 
a more disaggregated analysis with data similar to that used here might make 
some headway on this question. 

I 
i " See, for example, de Waal, Famtne Cnmes, or David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitari- 

anism m Crrsjs (New 'fork: S~mon and Schuster, 2002). 
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Charity, Progress, and Emergencies 
in the Field of Humanitarian Action 

Three questions haunt humanitarians: Do they seek to improve the human 
condition, the well-being of all humanity? Or, do they seek to alleviate suf- 
fering, impartially, neutrally, and wherever it may occur? Or, do they respond 
more specifically to  "humanitarian emergencies," seemingly sudden crises in 
which human conflict creates concentrated human suffering, in which, per- 
haps, suffering is so extreme as to be dehumanizing? 

The questions are "rhetorical" in that they do not require a precise answer, 
but they are not without consequences. There is no "objective" definition of 
humanitarian actinn. And humanitarian action today is motivated and ori- 
ented in all these ways. Yet the multiplicity of its sources and goals is some- 
times a problem. It not only confuses academic analyses, it makes it harder 
for practical actors to agree on courses of action and schemes of evaluation. 
It informs tensions over whether humanitarian action should be fully embed- 
ded in a "human rights framework" or kept at a certain distance because of 
its special practical relationship to conflict and emergencies. It is central to the 
challenge of devising efficient approaches to action and effective approaches to 
evaluation in a field that is constituted on the basis of a moral imperative to act 
direct!y in response to fundamental values and urgent needs. 

Humanitarian response to emergencies is quintessentially cosmopolitan. It 
is an effort to mitigate the suffering of strangers. It is evidence of the genuine 



74 Humanitarianism in Question The Imperative to Reduce Suffering 75 

importance of global civil society and the real influence of internationa that the emergency will spread, regional powers threatened by destabilization, 
on the conduct of states. But it exists because the global order is, if not qu and the global rich at risk of terrorism or disease. This managerial orientation 
oxymoron, less strong than it might be. And the strengths of this global has grown more prominent, not least among those who finance humanitarian 
of international relations, corporations and markets, media network 
movements and diasporas do not stop civil wars, struggles for indep There is no law against conceptual confusion--or pragmatic compromise- 
and armed conflicts in which the combatants are closer to criminal enterpri and many donors and not a few humanitarian agencies simultaneously em- 
even when they call themselves liberation fronts or people's militias. brace all three positions. They act (or give money), they say, because of the 

In this context, trying somehow to help has seemed imperative. It is ethical urgency of suffering. They insist that the money be spent in ways that 
perative of sympathy, of Christian witness, of Jewish traditions of respons promote various sorts of human progress, notably human rights agendas. And 
ity to "the other," of deontic moral principles of the worth of each human they try to introduce accountability measures to ensure efficiency and efficacy. 
of consequentialist logics focused on the potential that the emergencie Yet the tensions among these positions keep coming out in disputes among 
spread. There are tensions among these different logics of moral imperativ agencies and even among academics arguing about the field. 
though they are not always explicit. What is most basic, perhaps, Rieff's argument for a return to helping others simply on the basis of charity 
new is the modern notion that the emergency demands a response, in is a challenge to modern notions of humanitarianism. Most versions incor- 
a response from distant strangers. This goes beyond mere sympathy. But there porate either an attempt to manage emergencies or an idea of improving the 
is a tension between responses rooted in simply providing care and responses condition of humanity. More generally, the tension between "consequentialist" 
linked to broader notions of human progress. efforts to link assistance to projects of social transformation and the "mini- . 

David Rieff and Michael Ignatieff represent these different positions in their malist" approach that would limit humanitarian assistance to simple care and 
arguments over the significance of humanitarian action. Ignatieff would build protection is implicit in the development of the concept. 
on the ethical impulses that motivate humanitarian action to develop better The roots of this argument are older than is usually thought, and more 
approaches to solving the world's problems. Reducing suffering in emergencies deeply embedded in modern social imaginaries. The tension among universal 
should be linked to larger agendas of longer-term reductions in suffering. Rieff ethical imperatives, projects of human improvement, and calls for more "prac- 
would pull humanitarianism back toward its root in ancient ideas of char- tical" (and therefore "merely" less expressive) action is endemic to the modern 
ity, urging more attention to simply and immediately alleviating suffering and era. In this chapter I begin with a discussion of the meanings of "humanitarian- 
less to human improvement. Ignatieff would encourage a cosmopolitan ethics isms" and continues with how the term "emergency" has been imagined and 
grounded in recognizing the needs of strangers. Rieff would urge a more per- manipulated, especially in the last two decades. Then I explore the distinctions 
sonal response grounded in human sympathy. Why simply patch up the victims between value rationality and instrumental rationality in the discourse and 
of wars we might avoid? Ignatieff seems to ask. Why imagine we can manage reality of humanitarian action. 
the world? Rieff seems to reply: Let us patch up its victims. And, he suggests, 
our belief that we can be global managers and architects of the human future 
may be one reason there are so many victims.l The Shifting Meanings of Humanitarianism 

Each of these positions, the expansion of a liberal ethics to confront human- 
itarian emergencies and the insistence on prepolitical charity, has significant The idea of mitigating the human suffering occasioned by war is an ancient 
supporters. But to both, there is also the opposition of self-declared hardheaded one, merging with the more general idea of charity. So too are norms for the 
pragmatists. What matters, they say, is neither the complex ethics of human honorable conduct of wat2 Likewise, the idea of acting with concern for all 
progress nor the more primal ethics of charity but the calculations of how best humanity and not merely members of one's own community or nation has an 
to save the maximal number of lives with the greatest efficiency, or how best ancient pedigree. Cynics and Stoics in the ancient world encouraged the cos- 
to restore "order" to  the disorderly scenes of humanitarian emergencies. And mopolitan vision of world citizenship. The notion of effecting general improve- 
the pragmatist might add, order is not merely good for those suffering the mur- ments in the human condition also has antecedents in the ancient world, but it 
der, rape, and impoverishment of the "emergency" but for neighbors at risk 

Among several works by each author, see Michael Ignatieff, The Lesser Evil: Political Ethics 
in an Age of Terror (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), and David Rieff, A Bed for the 
Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002). 

The notion of honorable conduct in war is distinct from but related to the "just warn tradi- 
tion, which also has implications for humanitarian action. See Mona Fixdal and Dan Smith, "Hu- 
manitarian Intervention and Just War," Mershon International Studies Review 42, no. 2 (1998): 
283-312. 


























